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Overview 
 
This issue of JAIS is privileged to have two exciting and insightful articles on the 
perennial question of the impact of our discipline, the discipline of information systems.  
The articles are: 
 
1. Wade et al.:  “Information Systems is Not a Reference Discipline (And What We 
Can Do About It)” by Michael Wade, Markus Biehl, and Henry Kim 
2. Grover et al.: “A Citation Analysis of the Evolution and State of Information 
Systems within a Constellation of Reference Disciplines” by Varun Grover, 
Ramakrishna Ayyagari, Rahul Gokhale, Jaejoo Lim, and John Coffey 
 
While the two sets of authors agree on certain, specific empirical results and a number 
of critical concepts, such as the basic point that the field is evolving into a mature 
discipline, they disagree on whether IS is influencing other fields.  What is fascinating to 
scholars intrigued by the domain of scientometrics—that is, the study of the scientific 
process itself—is that the groups could have come to such dramatically different 
conclusions using large, similar datasets of roughly 70,000 articles. 
 
Scientometrics, Sociometrics, and Research-on-Research 
 
Before describing the process that led to the two papers found in this issue, I would like 
to express some thoughts on the value of this kind of work − work that deals with 
fundamental questions of how scientific disciplines evolve.  In the literature, this is often 
referred to as “scientometrics,” alternatively as “socio-metrics,” or, somewhat 
derogatorily, as “research-on-research.”  I would like to present the argument that such 
work is important, and yet is not as highly valued as it should be in some quarters.  At 
one point in the earlier history of MIS Quarterly, in fact, the editors decided not to 
continue to publish research-on-research articles. What was particularly ironic about this 
decision was that the editor-in-chief himself had a distinguished record of publishing this 
kind of work! 
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This policy of MISQ seems to have lapsed with subsequent editors, allowing the 
publication of such seminal articles as Benbasat and Zmud’s (2003) tour de force on the 
need for the IT artifact in our theoretical models and, more recently, Dennis, Vallacich, 
Fuller, and Schneider’s (2006) investigation  of promotion and tenure standards.  But this 
does not gainsay that there is still a residual feeling among some of our colleagues that 
articles in this domain are not as legitimate as work in IS application areas. 
 
From a strictly normative standpoint, there is every reason for professional disciplines to 
have an inherent interest in understanding themselves better.  Our scholarly endeavor 
should not draw artificial boundaries within the domain of information systems, and, 
without any persuasive logic or reasoning, cut itself off from topics that are clearly and 
intimately related to the practice of the IS profession, whether it be academic or 
practitioner.  The famous Greek incantation to “Know thyself” is one viewpoint on this 
argument, but another is that the creation of knowledge and the dissemination of that 
knowledge should resonate with all researchers, whether we are talking about how a 
“big four” accounting firm operates or how the IS professoriate (or, strictly speaking, any 
professoriate) functions. 
 
There are numerous respected academics who have taken up the challenge of learning 
more about the nature of academic knowledge creation.  In one niche area of this broad 
field, for example, scholars have addressed research questions about the choice of 
venues for academic knowledge dissemination and how it differs from that of 
practitioners.  Using audience and methodology as criteria, Adler and Bartholomew 
(1992) classified knowledge sources into three broad dissemination types:  (1) 
academic, (2) practitioner or professional, and (3) academic-practitioner. In making 
distinctions among these, Bagozzi and Phillips (1991) and Van Dyne, Cummings, and 
McLean (1995) argue that academics differ from practitioners in their focus on 
conceptual clarity.  When concepts are relatively new, they lack stable definitional 
structures (Schwab, 1980), and thus, clear definitions formulated by academics can be a 
critically important contribution.  This suggests that managers who value definitional 
clarity will need to seek out academic venues since little of this information will be found 
elsewhere. 
 
This is just one small example of eminent researchers who have engaged in studying 
the processes and goals of academic entities.  It hardly needs to be shown that much of 
this work is practical, just as is much of the best applied IS application research 
(Lyytinen and King, 2004).  But it can also explore highly theoretical questions, an 
instance of which would be how knowledge is managed by scholars.  In effect, it is a 
question of knowledge management that is just as interesting as the issue of 
practitioners managing their knowledge bases. 
 
A list that names all the IS scholars who have engaged in such discussions of how 
knowledge is disseminated in information systems or how our field has grown and 
developed would be long indeed.  The series of articles in JAIS and CAIS in the fall of 
2003 and spring of 2004 that responded to the concepts underlying Benbasat and 
Zmud’s IT artifact essay is one limited indication of how deeply valued this stream of 
work is.  Much of this work talks about legitimacy in a field and how it is established, for 
example.  This question is particularly profound.  This specific list reads like a Who’s 
Who of the most prominent people in the profession.  In chronological order, it follows 
next in Table 1. 
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Table 1.  Scientometric Articles Dealing with the IT Artifact in CAIS and JAIS 
 
CAIS  JAIS 
Alter 2003a  Hirscheim and Klein 2003 
Dufner 2003  Galliers 2003 
Powers 2003  Robey 2003 
Deans 2003  DeSanctis 2003 
McCubbrey 2003  Ives, Parks, Porra, and Silva 2004 
Guthrie 2003  Lyytinen and King 2004 
Wu and Saunders 2003   
Iivari 2003   
Myers 2003   
El Sawy 2003   
Holland 2003   
Alter 2003b    
 
Some of the objections one hears to scientometric research may stem from the relatively 
superficial nature of some studies in this vein, especially journal ranking-type of studies.  
Whereas such studies are eminently practical in providing empirical evidence for journal 
tier classification, they rarely go beyond the simplest research question to explore why 
journals are highly or lightly regarded.  Nor do they always query differences between 
key groups, regional and otherwise, and why they view journal quality in such a different 
manner.  Finally, they seldom investigate the serious issues that relate to methodological 
choices for determining the rankings (Chua et al., 2003).  
 
The current articles raise the level of discourse to the highest level.  They pose 
interesting research questions that have to do with the nature of the scientific enterprise.  
In my opinion, they are examples of what we would hope to see in the future in all of our 
premier journals. 
 
The Review Process and Generation of the Critiques 
 
First, let me say that the papers were conceived and written completely independently of 
one another, and arrived at the journal close to the same time, essentially by chance.  
Also, the authors were not aware of each others’ work until quite recently.   Each paper 
went through an independent, rigorous review. Each had three well qualified reviewers, 
that is, reviewers who were themselves familiar with scientometric studies and 
acceptable measurement and statistical qualities of such articles.   
 
The point of sharing insights on the reviewing process is to state unambiguously that the 
articles independently met the criteria for publication.  Had one or both papers not been 
able to meet the high standards of a JAIS article, we would not now have this debate in 
front of us. 
 
Second, when it became clear to me in my role of senior editor that both papers were on 
the path to acceptance, I asked each set of authors if they would consider writing an 
additional, shorter article critiquing their counterparts’ work.  I made it clear that this was 
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to be a civil dialectic, although not constraining the authors from polite criticisms of 
approach, assumptions, or empirics. 
 
The result was two brief critiques:  
 
1. Grover et al.: “About Reference Disciplines and Reference Differences: A 
Critique of Wade et al.” by Varun Grover, Ramakrishna Ayyagari, Rahul Gokhale, 
and Jaejoo Lim 
2. Wade et al.: “If the Tree of IS Knowledge Falls in a Forest, Will Anyone Hear?: A 
Commentary on Grover et al." by Michael Wade, Markus Biehl, and Henry Kim 
 
The authors met all my guidelines.  They take issue with some conclusions of their 
counterparts, but are consistently respectful.  I am not in any way suggesting that the 
authors would not have taken this tact on their own, without my explicit “rules of 
engagement,” but merely pointing out that not all such response-styled, critiquing articles 
assume this professional level of dialogue, as I believe they should. 
 
What is even more appealing to me is that they each surface the critical assumptions 
and research choices of the other.  Choice of journal basket is one such element.  In a 
JAIS article a few years ago, Chua et al. (2003) produced evidence about how 
dramatically results can change via different journal selections.  In this case, the 
inclusion or removal of a journal from the designated list seems to significantly alter 
findings, which seems to explain, at least in part, why the authors come to such radically 
different conclusions. 
 
The critiques make it clear that to understand the intricacies of the debate, scholars 
need to consider the various assumptions and research choices and come to their own 
conclusions about the rectitude of the articles.  Alternatively, it might be the case that 
readers see the virtues of each and conclude that more study is required and/or that the 
issue is unresolved. 
 
Irrespective of what might be the community’s response to these contradictory findings, I 
want to thank both sets of authors for their diligence in responding to reviewer 
comments, which is perhaps expected, but also for their willingness to step out of these 
customary roles and respectfully criticize the other article in the interest of advancing 
knowledge. 
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